sibility, though not his activity, were Olesha's own, one may add the apparently autobiographical material of the childhood stories: "The Chain" (1929) , "A Writer's Notes" (1934) , "Human Material" (1928) , and the special pleading of "The Secret Notebooks of Fellow Travellor Zand" (1932) . Taken together, these and other avowedly autobiographical works form a coherent image which we are asked to contemplate: the self portrait of the artist as failure. Olesha's picture shows us that his childhood, his bourgeois family values, and his relationship to his father have inevitably led to a socially and psychologically determined doom in the post-revolutionary world. The Revolution, which no individual could control, de- In No Day, Olesha asserts that the circus was the foundation of his imaginative life. He says that his childhood dream of liberation and glory was to be able to perform a complex somersault, and speculates that perhaps this dream of acrobatic competence was the first stirring of the artist within him (As we shall see shortly, the athletic metaphor is no accident). Although he is never actually able to perform a salto mortale, he still tells people he can, and they believe him. " He mentions this to us so that we should not believe it, so that we should convict him of false boastfulness and should know that his first "artistic" aspiration was crowned with failure. The theme of non-realisation of early aspirations is carried further and becomes more complicated in his discussion of the girl acrobat with whom he had fallen in love: "As she cartwheeled, the girl was transformed into a vision which stunned him, although nothing really happened, except that her hair flew around her head as she cartwheeled." 18 Thus far, the memory follows a relatively standard pattern of reminiscence: the memory of an early love for an untouchable embodiment of almost superhuman grace or beauty. But following the ever-present principle of deprivation, the vision is not only presented as unattainable, it is destroyed as such. One day, Olesha recognizes the girl's two male partners walking towards him, accompanied by a pimply, unattractive youth who spits through his teeth. He realizes that the sickly-looking, disagreeable youth is in fact the "girl acrobat" and that the lovely waves of flying hair were a wig. Although Olesha loyally declares that he is in love with the girl to this day, he also admits to a sudden surge of shame each time he sees such flowing hair. Thus The main point of the passage would seem to be to make the reader feel the material weight and bulkiness, the solidity, of an imagined object. Yet the relationship of the two lives merits closer scrutiny. Even in the second, imaginary life Olesha has, for some reason, been prevented from coming to share the dinner. He has disappointed himself and somehow failed his family: that is why he has bought the cake -to make amends. Still, the second life is more attractive. There he is not a lonely, isolated, old man; he has the children and grandchildren of whom his real life has deprived him. The net effect of the passage is to make us pity the deprivation of his "real" life.
Here I must pause for a moment to consider certain facts of Olesha's "real" life. He was married, twice, and had a step-son who committed suicide by jumping out of a window in his and his mother's presence. 21 Olesha never mentions either the existence of the death of Igor. Instead he declares categorically "I never had any children." Nor does Olesha ever mention his wife. 22 As Roger Shattuck and others have noted, " Proust insists on the critical importance for the development of Marcel's character of an early victory which was also a defeat and a failure of the will: the night his mother spends in his room, the night "perhaps the saddest of my life, when I had obtained a first abdication from my parents, the night from which I could date both the decline of my health and of my will, my increasingly unhealthy renunciation of a difficult task." Through the physical presence at both events of the book Francois le Champi, this first failure is linked to the gathering at the Germantes when Marcel realizes his own aging, as he ponders the spectacle of the infinitely variegated ways in which the other guests and the hosts have both changed and remained the same. 31 For Proust, the realization of one's own aging is brought not by self-contemplation in a mirror, but by the contemplation of others.
It is at this very moment that Marcel also discovers that he is "the bearer of a work of art." Like Sarah, he has received the annunciation of an almost impossibly late parturition: He must bear and bring to term the work which is he himself, reborn. But for Olesha, old age brings no rejuvenation, only degeneration. Duration has no value save that it has allowed a ruin of his former self to survive. Even when Olesha does write, composition is felt to be the painful repossession of something already written sometime in the past and then destroyed:
I have completely lost my ability to write. To 
